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The nightmare had melted into the keen, sweet 
sensation of absolute freedom, peculiarto sinful 
dreams.
V. Nabokov, Laughter in the Dark
Before the novelist Vladimir Nabokov, an emigre 
from Russia, became the famous 'American' 
writer, he lived in Berlin for more than a decade 
from 1922. Through crucial familial incidents and 
the beginning of his literary career, his life was 
intimately connected with the German capital 
and its urban culture.1 In his Berlin years Nabokov 
wrote (still in Russian) the novel Kamera obskura, 
which a few years later he revisited for an 
American edition, called Laughter in the Dark 2 
Its plot is simple. As Nabokov himself put it: 
'There lived in Berlin, Germany, a man called 
Albinus. He was rich respectable happy; one day 
he abandoned his wife for the sake of a youthful 
mistress; he loved; was not loved, and his life 
ended in disaster.'
Set in the late period of the silent film and 
located in post-war Berlin, in about 1928, this 
novel unfolds into an homage to the 'velvety 
darkness' (20) of Berlin film-theatres of that time. 
Even more, it seems to encapsulate exemplarily 
the correlation of cinema and the city, of film life 
on the screen and real urban life under the 
conditions of fears and aspirations of pre- and 
post-First World War modernity in Berlin. So 
before we look at other evidence about this city 
and its complex relation to cinema, we can use 
Nabokov's novel for a vivid first impression.
Albert Albinus, Nabokov's affluent middle-class 
hero, has emerged from the war unscathed and 
enjoys a carefree life in post-war Berlin, thanks to 
his father's inheritance and his own business in
the art trade, being an art expert and collector 
with contacts as far afield as America. Privately 
he is tied to a traditional bourgeois family life, 
with his inconspicuous wife and daughter.
Living in a plush spacious flat in a respectable 
residential area at Kaiserallee, Berlin- 
Wilmersdorf,3 he occasionally brightens his 
all-too conventional life by giving parties with 
a touch of extravagance. In the crisis-ridden 
post-war years of inflation and unemployment, 
of dubious profiteering alongside poverty, his 
guests, artists and would-be artists from the fine 
arts and film, are themselves short of money and 
are therefore happy to spend an indulgent 
evening in the rather dull company that Albinus 
represents (42). But despite his bourgeois life 
style, Albinus is attracted by the possibilities of 
the new media. He is seeking a producer to 
realize his film idea of animating famous 
paintings.
The seductiveness of cinema becomes 
ubiquitous in this novel. Film and cinema shape 
its form, style and contents. When Albinus 
(literally 'the White') retreats into the Black - the 
darkness of a rather unattractive suburban 
cinema named 'Argus'4 - to while away a few 
hours of uncertainty in an area of the city 
unknown to him, he does so as an occasional 
customer for mere distraction. But then the 
cinema - and it is cinema, rather than film5 - 
utterly absorbs him. It evokes adventurous 
fantasies that stimulate his imagination, capture 
his mind and take him out of his everyday life. 
From this point cinema becomes for Albinus a 
substitute, a means of freeing himself of the 
constraints of his conventional bourgeois family 
life. In fact, by dreaming in the cinema of a
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film-like amorous affair he brings himself in 
his real life into a film-like catastrophe. The 
promising darkness of the Berlin cinema- 
auditorium leaves him in the end in an 
all-too-real, true darkness. His eventual blindness 
is the result of a car-crash he causes while on a 
euphoric journey with his eighteen-year-old 
sweetheart, Margot the usherette.
She, meanwhile, dreams of a glittering career 
as a film star in Berlin's burgeoning glamorous 
film world or, even better, in Hollywood. This, 
Margot believes, would miraculously free her 
from the meagre working class existence that 
her family ekes out in one of Berlin's notorious 
overcrowded Mietskasernen (city tenement 
blocks), where beatings, alcohol and prostitution 
are a normal part of growing up. When she 
gets a job as an usherette in a suburban 
Berlin cinema and Albinus enters, two individuals' 
desires to sweep aside social constraints 
coincide.
Margot drops her far-fetched hopes and makes 
her film plot come true on the spot. She 
concentrates purposefully on taking advantage of 
the naivety and wealth of her new-found admirer 
and his seemingly influential connections, 
including Axel Rex, a would-be film producer, 
whom she takes as a secret lover. Albinus, unable 
to see her motives, enjoys his escapade in what 
he regards as the modern Bohemian world. 
When the confusion of film fantasy and real life 
culminates in his bodily and social breakdown 
and loss of sight - making him totally dependent 
on his 'usherette' - he finally 'sees' what has 
been done to him. Though still caught up in his 
cinematic aberration, Albinus has only one aim: 
to take heroic revenge on Axel and Margot. 
Albinus, the betrayed, rushes by taxi through 
Berlin's streets from Tiergarten to Wilmersdorf to 
fight (in the best Hollywood manner) for higher 
justice, but pays dramatically with his own life. 
Only a narrator like Nabokov could keep such a 
shady, almost kitschy film story, embedded in 
1920s' Berlin city life, in a morally neutral 
vagueness and on such an artistically high level.
What do we learn about the cinema-going 
experience in Berlin of the 1920s from this piece 
of fiction by a contemporary witness? And what
are the questions that follow from it? First of all, 
Nabokov, who had to earn a living in Berlin from 
his writing could obviously expect that the 
cinema topic was popular enough to attract 
readers. The contemporary Berlin setting required 
authenticity in concrete details, in the plausibility 
of the fictional characters and in the composition 
as a whole. Indeed the novel gives precise 
topographical information; it alludes to the 
technological achievements that accompanied 
comfortable modern living in the better areas 
of the capital, such as electricity, bathrooms, 
telephones, central heating, lifts, gramophones 
and taxis. It also portrays leisure activities such as 
sports (ice hockey), arts, theatre, cafes; and the 
'lower' ones of dancing, bars, and going on 
sprees. It shows some of the differences between 
the life of middle class people, the working class 
and the efforts some made to gain social 
advancement.
Years later Nabokov gave a frank assessment of 
his Berlin work. He called his figures 'hopeless 
cliches', while admitting that they were meant to 
be stereotypical.6 The 'real lives' of his two main 
characters in Laughter in the Dark are indeed 
reduced to something like Hollywood film roles, 
while the film on the screen, which they both 
attend at the 'Argus' without watching it, is not 
even worth mentioning in the novel. The 
implication is that it is dull, or, as the critics of 
German and American films alike would have 
agreed in the mid-1920s, that it is an 
unimaginative work of series production without 
any cultural value.
But if the particular films screened are not 
important for Nabokov, the cinema itself, the 
space of cinema, does play a crucial role in this 
Berlin novel, and that is my primary interest here.
I shall follow Nabokov's switch of viewpoint from 
the film to the cinema, considering cinema as an 
important medium in itself. This seems to make 
particular sense for the German post-war 
period.7 I shall argue therefore that the cinema 
went on playing a decisive role in urban culture, 
even during the many economic and financial 
crises before and after the war, and despite the 
crisis of the German film industry in the mid- 
1920s when the trade temporarily registered
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drops in attendance figures.8 As has been 
recently argued, in Europe from the turn of the 
century 'cinema, cinema culture and urban 
culture became intertwined [ . . . ] Cinema 
became an "institution" of urban social life'.9 
Viewing cinema as a factor in the public sphere 
shifts our attention from the main interests of 
film history and of the history of the film industry, 
focusing instead on cinema-goers and how their 
cinema-going fits in to the broader context of 
their lives in the city.
For a long time research in film history was 
chiefly based on the dates and figures of the film 
industry, and this with good reason. The film 
industry, almost from the beginnmg, was a self- 
reflective business. It watched its profitability and 
published its results, its expectations, hopes and 
fears, regarding its business interests with 
modern rationality. That made its records 
undoubtedly an invaluable source for film 
historians. But are the trade figures really also 
a significant indicator for peoples' tastes and 
likings? Do the statistics of cinemas really show 
the social relevance, worth and value of the new 
medium? Did the public, for instance in Berlin, 
when attendance figures dropped in 1925, really 
lose its interest and desire for cinema-going?
An observation in Wolffsohn's Yearbook ofthe 
Film industry itself is socially and theoretically 
revealing.
The increase [in the opening of film theatres] was 
hindered by the economic situation of the country. [... ] 
It is this economic plight that gives our cinema-going a 
different form than for instance in America. Most of 
our cinema-goers go once a week and this usually on 
the day of payment of wages or shortly afterwards. 
Therefore [for the cinema owner] there are on average 
usually three good and four bad days in the week. So 
that on good days there are not enough seats while on 
bad days most of them stay empty.10
Cinema was a result of modern progress in 
technology, chemistryand electrical engineering. 
But it was also productive in contributing to the 
social and mental changes in urban life. As we 
saw in Laughter in the Dark, cinema was capable 
of bringing together people from different strata 
of society who otherwise hardly would have met
or been in social contact with one another.11 In 
the transitional period of the Weimar Republic, 
when traditional thoughts and values clashed 
with the experiences of the modern industrial 
world of 'the masses', of mass consumption and 
conformity, cinema was able to function as a 
bridge between disparate forms of socia 
behaviour.12 Thus cinema was an opportunity 
and a temptation. The darkness in front of a film 
screen made intimacy sociable and drove on the 
imagination to new roles and unfamiliar 
identities.
In fact Laughter in the Dark is grounded in the 
socio-economic as well as the mental and 
intellectual state of the era, especially of Berlin.
It connects this basis with the mental escape 
which the 'cult of distraction' offers in the 
cinema.13 For many citizens, cinema was an 
attraction that lured them out of an often hard 
and uncertain existence governed by threats of 
unemployment, overproduction, rationalization 
of work processes, alienation and loneliness 
within mass urban society. They fled into the 
light and optimistic world of the dream palaces. 
Other citizens criticized the triviality of cinema 
entertainment and mass consumption in general. 
From their point of view, these undesirable 
American cultural imports had arrived along 
with Fordism and Taylorism, pragmatism and 
positivism, and would ruin European identity 
and culture. Although most of this critique had 
already emerged before the First World War, its 
reproaches culminated in the 1920s and were 
discussed under the generalized topos of 
'Americanism'.14
It seems telling that only few among those 
masses who then went to the movies talked or 
wrote about their experience. Those who did so, 
mostly felt committed to speak in general and 
with certain socio-political leanings and 
intentions. They engaged in topics like 'trashy 
literature and trashy cinema' or 'the fundamental 
differences' between 'high culture' and 'mere 
civilization'. They discussed what dangers the 
cinema might cause to physical and mental 
health.15 Other writers, on the contrary, 
emphasized the importance of 'the masses', 
of mass culture and the revolutionary power of
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modernity in film. While critical journalists from 
the Right turned up their noses at badly 
ventilated, dirty and uncomfortable fleapits, 
those from the Left welcomed the 
democratization of cultural consumption and 
appreciated that now also 'the little shop-girls go 
to the movies'.16 These discourses seem to be, as 
we shall see, themselves part of the story which 
later becamefilm history.
During this period representative surveys of 
consumers in general and of film audiences in 
particular were not yet commercially undertaken. 
If they had been, they would have given us some 
insight into the motivations of the cinema-goers. 
To shed light on the role of cinema as a social 
medium we need to attend to the complexity 
of the urban context of which cinema was an 
integral part.17 Therefore we will turn first to 
Berlin's urban history, to find out what it was like 
in the 1910s and 1920s and what made it more 
easily prepared for the new media than any other 
city in Germany. Secondly, we will look at some 
particular cinemas to ask: What role did the 
quickly established 'Kintops' and the increasingly 
sophisticated 'Lichtspieltheater' (the 'light 
theatres') playfor Berlin citizens? Furthermore, as 
steps three and four, we will consider how the 
weaknesses of the German film business and 
ongoing debates affected cinema-going in the 
city.
Cinema audiences, especially in these early 
years, can be considered as being in interplay 
with the conditions that made their leisure 
activities possible. These were shaped by the city 
they lived in, the cinemas they went to, the trade 
that provided cinema entertainment and the 
ongoing cultural debates within the public 
sphere - especially on cinema and its 
'Americanization'. It is to these aspects of city life 
for the cinema-goer that I now turn.
The city
In the early 1900s Berlin was (as it still is) the 
largest German city, and from 1871 onwards 
it had the highest and most rapid increase of 
population.18 How fundamentally urban life 
changed within just three-and-a-half decades,
• The Kaiser Wilhelm Gedachtniskirche in the 1920s 
marked the new centre of Berlin at the entrance to 
Kurfurstendamm. On the left: 'Gloria-Palast' in 
Romanisches Haus.
between the end of the nineteenth century and 
1930, has been analyzed from many points of 
view. But its relation to the development of 
cinema has been as yet largely ignored. The 
changes that came with modernity were as 
radical in technology and economic organization 
as they were in social and cultural life. People 
living in Berlin in the 1910s and 1920s had to 
come to terms with the overwhelming influx of 
new inhabitants and, consequently, with an 
intensification of social differences, with growing 
anonymity and alienation in public as well as in 
private spheres.
On the other hand, the immense technological 
achievements, the expansion of production and 
processing industry, of trade, administration and 
services created a large number of urban work 
places, on the factory floor, in offices and in 
communal administration. They provided 
employees - and increasingly also women 
employees - with better jobs, with higher 
incomes and reduced working hours. For the first 
time in history, leisure time, spare time to spend 
beyond providing for immediate living 
necessities, became a common good for a wider 
range of the urban population, including the 
middle- and part of the lower-classes. The 
contemporary social sciences regarded this 
development as the emergence of a new 
sociological stratum, consisting of educated 
people originating from a bourgeois background,
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now in employment, and qualified working men 
and women eagerto climb socially. Both shared a 
similar economic structure, though they differed 
in their mentalite, their social behaviour, desires 
and conditions of life. Moreover they had 
different tastes and different cultural 
preferences.19
!n any case, the changes in the socio-economic 
structure brought about a new middle class 
enjoying a similar financial capacity but with a 
wider range of cultural practices than there had 
been in the traditional nineteenth-century 
bourgeoisie. People who moved to the city 
mostly came from villages and small towns and 
added to the new type of middle-class citizens. 
Many of them were young, free and (apart from 
their professional or occupational life) socially 
independent. They improved their standard of 
living and became within a short time sufficiently 
affluent to spend their leisure time on recreation, 
distraction or entertainment. This was of course a 
development generally noticeable in Western 
European industrial metropolises, but within 
Germany it was characteristic especially of the 
'Reichshauptstadt' Berlin, by far the largest and 
the most advanced city in Germany.
The other side of the coin was a considerable 
increase in urban poverty among those who for 
various reasons missed out on the industrial 
boom or were more affected than others by 
economic fluctuations. From 1900 onwards the 
formation of combines increased, especially in 
Berlin's electrical industry (Siemens and AEG), in 
chemical factories (Agfa) and in urban trade. 
Department stores such as KaDeWe and 
Wertheim competed with the smaller retail trade 
and big banks controlled financial life.20 The 
outbreak of the First World War shattered the 
optimistic view of a prosperous happy, dancing 
Berlin. Now its citizens had to cope with the 
horrors, casualties and devastation of the war, 
and consequently with unemployment, urgent 
housing problems and shortages in all spheres 
of life. With benevolent humour Heinrich Zille 
showed in his drawings the mixture of 
self-confident urban behaviour and the troubles 
of everyday life for those who lived in 
the back buildings of the Mietskasernen in
multifunctional and overcrowded flats, with a 
lack of sanitary facilities and too much alcohol. 
Revolutionary post-war years brought into the 
metropolis a higher level of unemployment than 
the national average. The inflation of 1923 and 
the consequent stabilization policy caused a 
further increase in short-time working, reduced 
wages and unemployment, which temporarily 
affected up to 13 per cent of Berlin's working 
people.21 Although at the beginning of 1925 the 
situation improved considerably, the world 
economic crisis followed only four years later. 
These economic variations are directly reflected in 
the attendance figures of cinemas (given above, 
in footnote 8), insofar as their rise slowed down 
or stagnated. Changes in urban life also left their 
traces in aesthetics and style. As in other fields, 
they affected the architectural appearance of the 
cinema. Modern opulence gave way to matter-of- 
factness, or, to put it in aesthetic terms, to 'Neue 
Sachlichkeit' (newfunctionalism). The beginnings 
of this new sense of style, rooted in the 
rationalism of modern life, go back to the war 
years when disillusion began to spread.
The political change from the 'Kaiserreich' to 
the Weimar Republic in November 1918 opened 
up new social and cultural perspectives. Freed 
from an ossified monarchy and undemocratic 
social structures, Berlin in the 1920s gained a 
new character that made it, even in the eyes of 
Western European countries, a cosmopolitan 
metropolis and a new cultural capital in Europe, 
even though this lasted for only some fourteen 
years of German history.
Cinemas in the City
To give an impression of Berlin as a cinema city 
and of the variety it offered to the cinema-going 
public in the 1910s and 1920s, I will outline 
a typology of four kinds of picture house within 
the city.
At the very centre of Alt-Berlin, on the 
famous FriedrichstraBe, at no. 101, the 
'Admiralslichtspiele' opened in 1 911, as part of 
the 'Admiralspalast' that was designed as the first 
'new cosmopolitan entertainment palace' of the 
metropolis. Apart from the luxurious cinema on
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the 2nd and 3rd floor of the front building, this 
contained a Russian-Roman thermal bath, which 
was open day and night for its affluent patrons, 
four bowling alleys, a cafe, bar and club rooms 
and an ice-skating rink that took up three floors 
of the extended back building. The cinema had a 
seating capacity of 396 and presented itself as an 
opulent venue. Its fagade on FriedrichstraBe was 
prominently decorated with five half columns 
and Doric capitals made of granite stone 
conveying an air of classical solidity. It did not 
hide the fact that it was meant for the better-off. 
When after the war luxury did not pay anymore, 
the ice-skating rink became a 'World Variete' and 
'Revue Theatre', the cinema was temporarily 
redecorated and converted into a restaurant and 
later into a dance hall to attract a wider range of 
patrons. In 1928 it again became a talking point. 
Reconverted back into a cinema, it now offered 
a special (and cheaper) attraction: 'Ku-Ka-Kil' 
This was not a new American secret society but 
the abbreviation for Cake, Coffee and Cinema 
(Kuchen, Kaffee, Kino).22 From 3pm to 6pm 
ticket-holders for the afternoon performance 
were offered free coffee, tea or hot chocolate 
and a piece of cake, served in the Admiral's cafe. 
Its director, an experienced entrepreneur and 
owner of several cinemas in Berlin, wanted to 
discover whether an additional afternoon 
performance would be worthwhile and he 
counted on the bourgeois habit of coffee- 
drinking in the afternoon. The location in the 
city, the site, the tasteful style and the type of 
patrons the 'Admiralslichtspiele' expected, 
make it comparable to the former 'New Gallery 
Cinema' (1913-1925) in London's Regent Street. 
This latter, the 'picture house with a tradition', 
with tea rooms and brasseries, saw itself as a 
tasteful and quiet place of recreation after 
shopping in busy, up-market Regent Street. 
FriedrichstraBe was the equivalent street, where 
affluent Berliners would stroll and enjoy their 
shopping. However, the offer of free coffee and 
cake in a homely cafe did not quite have the 
cosmopolitan flair of Regent Street. The Berlin 
press, forever mocking, talked about comfy, 
well-fortified and content patrons. The example 
of the 'Admiralspalast' demonstrates how.
already in 1911, the cinema was integrated 
within the recreational activities of well-off 
Berliners.
There are several cinemas that claim to be the 
first or oldest cinema in Berlin. Otto Pritzkow's 
was one of them. Run as the 
'Abnormitatenkabinett und Biographen-Theater' 
(Curiosity Cabinet and Biograph Theatre) from 
1899, it was licensed to show films from 1903, 
and followed that function exclusively from 
1905. At that time every single film item, 
often lasting no longer than two minutes, 
needed special approval by the local police 
administration, no matter whether it had been 
already licensed in other police districts.
As 'World Biograph Theatre' the small site in 
MunzstraBe 17, which is north of Alexander Platz 
(Berlin-Mitte), was a typical converted shop, long 
and narrow, with an entrance directly from the 
busy city-centre street. Soon four other picture 
theatres opened near by. Pritzkow's 'Filmbox', as 
it was later called, lasted until 1959. It was typical 
of this kind of place that, with no highbrow 
pretensions or sophisticated decoration, it 
offered a pub-like atmosphere. Film programmes 
were personally selected by the owner, who knew 
his patrons well and with whom he was on good 
terms. Going to such cinemas was a neighbourly 
affair, its social space almost an extension of 
domestic life. Most of these cinemas were 
equipped with a beer-bar and served both 
purposes, being at the same time a point to 
meet for a drink and to watch a spectacle for 
distraction. Berliners called these simple places of 
entertainment a 'Kintop', where you could get 
'Kino' and a 'Topp', your pint of beer, for 10 
pennies (Groschen) each.23
The Kintops attracted the lower-middle class 
and workers more than others, but there was 
nothing exclusive about this. Kurt Tucholsky, who 
lived in Berlin before 1914, described attending 
the performance of 'erotic films' in a Kintop. 'I 
had gone there to see something rather dirty; a 
big friend took me there who has the admirable 
ability to really enjoy these things'. With ironic 
distance Tucholsky describes several of those little 
scenes on the screen when, rather incongruously, 
the voice of a waiter broke into the silent
Film Studies • IssuelO • Spring 2007 • 77
• Berlin's Public Space in the 1 91 Os and 1920s
• 'The Living Picture', about 1908. The owner and his 
wife pose with the projectionist.
darkness offering beer. The spectators feel 
disturbed, somebody reacts with a quick-witted 
reply and from then on they freely offer their 
comments about what is happening on the 
screen. The crowd fills the cheap seats in the 
stalls, where 'there reigned a really gross and 
crude joy'. But after the performance 'the men 
stood around, embarrassed, regretting the lack 
of higher qualities . . . muttering that anyway 
that . . . and anyway that . . ,'24 Tucholsky's 
description carries both his immediate impression 
of what was going on in the Kintop and - when 
the lights were turned on - the embarrassment at 
having been a participant in it. It was not that 
middle-class people did not go to such places - 
they did - but it was indelicate to admit it. 
Kintops were located in the city centre as well as 
in other local centres, though not on the most 
expensive boulevards.
A third highly interesting category of cinema, 
that had no equivalent for instance in London, 
was to be found spread around the dense 
residential areas of Berlin. Typical housing here 
consisted of four to six-storey tenement blocks, 
with several inner courtyards and extensions 
attached in the back. These were home to a 
rather mixed population. Those who could afford 
to lived in the front house in a spacious flat 
facing the street, usually on the ground floor or 
first floor. Upper floors were less highly valued 
and less expensive; backyard flats, further away 
from the street, often also containing workshops, 
were cheaper still. This sort of integrated
dwelling pattern created communities which 
avoided rigid social segregation. There were, of 
course, differences within the buildings and in 
the status of the urban districts regarding their 
image, levels of rent and attractiveness. Some 
had a more white-collar and some a more blue- 
collar character; some were rather bourgeois, 
others were more working class. These features, 
however, indicate only a social tendency, not an 
exclusivity. In these residential areas cinemas were 
fitted into the tenement buildings in the middle 
of living quarters and, where possible, in the 
front building. Many of them, like the first 
'Kinematographen-Theater' at Belle-Alliance 
StraBe 99, started very early and became an 
attraction for the neighbourhood just like the 
pub around the corner. The new owner leased 
and converted one of the flats for his enterprise. 
As can be seen from the building plans of Belle- 
Alliance which he submitted for licencing to the 
police authorities in September 1906, he packed 
his audience - in this case a maximum of 135 
people - into a long, narrow room, just five-seats 
wide. No more than 80 square metres in total, 
this auditorium was made up of three or four 
single rooms which were originally strung 
together. House owners used to welcome such 
leaseholders because of the high rent they 
brought in. So the most surprisingly-shaped 
Kintops emerged, like the Belle Alliance, which 
had the screen fixed diagonally across a corner of 
the room because the auditorium happened to 
run at an angle.
In another converted cinema of this type, the 
'Hohenstaufen-Lichtspiele' (built in 1907) in 
Kreuzberg, the tenant had to come to terms with 
a two-winged building, the wings joining one 
another at an obtuse angle. To solve the problem 
and to make optimal use of the available space, 
the inventive entrepreneur added a mirror that 
projected the pictures from the translucent 
screen in room one - which had the more 
expensive seats - to a second screen in room two 
with cheaper seating, where films could be seen 
at the same time, although a little darker in a 
mirror-image. Even if such tenement cinemas 
often changed hands,25 many of them survived 
over decades. The 'Hohenstaufen-Lichtspiele'
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altered its name and ownership several times, 
but existed as a cinema until 1984.
Unlike London, which from 1909 tended to 
build cinemas from scratch, in Berlin the building 
of separate cinemas started late.26 Even if newly 
built, film theatres usually came in the integrated 
pattern, either in the above-mentioned type 
of the Kintop in tenement blocks or, in the 
more commercial areas, in a combination of 
dwelling apartments, business premises and 
cinema, all in one.27 This shows how, from a 
very early stage, entrepreneurs and owners of 
premises accepted and appreciated the new 
entertainment as an essential part of cultural and 
commercial urban life; and they did so, as we 
shall see, in spite of the raging debate on the 
usefulness or the moral and cultural dangers 
of this new invention.
A fourth category is the picture palaces, which 
were most famous for their imposing style and 
which beyond their luxurious material presence, 
carried a strong and special image in urban 
public consciousness. They stood less obviously 
for making money out of a lucrative business but 
- by their ambitious film programmes, attentive 
management and tasteful style of the cinemas' 
furnishings - primarily added to the self- 
confidence and pride of Berlin as a metropolis 
and film city of paramount importance. This is 
expressed in a few sites which flaunted 
traditional architectural styles, but also a new 
type of modern cinema architecture for which 
Berlin received international recognition.
Two examples of the traditional style are the 
'Mozartsaal' and the 'Gloria-Palast'. The first, 
originally a concert hall, located within the 
building of the 'Neues Schauspielhaus' at 
Nollendorfplatz, was converted as early as 
September 1910 into a cinema with a seating 
capacity of 924. With its heavy ornamental 
interior it communicated solidity, high quality and 
taste. From 1922 the chief manager Hanns 
Brodnitz made the 'Mozartsaal' the most widely 
appreciated cinema in the City. His original idea 
of making an event out of the film showings, for 
instance dressing the usherettes according to the 
film as sailors or grisettes, was much loved by the 
public. The 'Mozartsaal' was re-designed in 1928
• The prestigious auditorium of the 'Mozartsaal', 
Nollendorfplatz, 1910. View towards the front.
by Georg Leschnitzer in the newly fashionable 
functionalist style of the time.
The most luxurious of the Berlin large picture 
palaces in the 1920s was the 'Gloria-Palast' in the 
'Romanisches Haus' (built in 1895), on 
Kurfurstendamm near the Kaiser-Wilhelm- 
Gedachtniskirche. Its precious interior design and 
fittings 'alluded to a baroque-style palace- 
theatre' and thus adapted the historicizing, 
chateau-like architecture of the building.28 
From its opening in 1926 until its destruction by 
bombing in 1943 it was the Ufa premiere cinema 
(with a seating capacity of 1200) where the 
people who counted in the film world met 
and Berlin's high society was to be seen.
What made Berlin famous across Europe, 
though, was its specific cinema architecture.
This was assertively modern in style and as such 
expressed the dynamism and modernity of this 
young metropolis. 'Cines', built in 1913 at 
Nollendorfplatz, was the first completely new 
cinema building in Berlin. Oskar Kaufmann's 
monumental edifice caused a sensation: it was a 
compact block without any windows, following 
his credo that the pleasure of film-watching does 
not need daylight.29 With the 'Tauentzien Palast' 
(1914) Emil Schaudt adapted the department- 
store architecture of the time for another form of 
consumerism: the cinema. A whole new genre 
of cinemas was built according to 'light- 
architecture', with cinema facades as huge
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• 'Cines', Nollendorfplatz, 1913. Architectural 
radicalism: a cinema does not need windows.
illuminated bill-boards. The 'Titania Palast' in 
Steglitz is such an example, built in 1 926 
to seat 2071, and still in use as a cinema today. 
Also in 1926, Hans Poelzig designed the famous 
'Capitol' in Budapester StraBe for the Phoebus- 
Film AG with 1 600 seats. As the architectural 
historian Paul Zucker wrote, this was 'the 
superlative achievement of our urbanized life, 
it beats to our rhythm and is the most genuine 
expression of our time'.30 Audiences seem to 
have agreed and soon started to attend the huge 
palaces rather than the Kintops. In the late 1920s 
the number of individual cinemas in Berlin 
dropped, while according to official statistics, 
the number of seats increased.31
Before 1910, Charlottenburg, the district near 
the Kaiser-Wilhelm-Gedachtniskirche had been 
a quiet and distinguished bourgeois residential 
area, but by the end of the decade it developed 
into a cinema centre second only to Potsdamer 
Platz (Berlin-Mitte), with eight picture palaces of 
more than 1000 seats and ten other cinemas. 
After the Second World War and the division 
of Berlin into 'East' and 'West' this area became 
the new city centre of West Berlin.
To get an overall idea of Berlin as a 'cinema- 
city' and to understand the distribution of the 
cinemas in relation to the character of their 
neighbourhoods, let us take a bird's eye view 
from west to centre, and then of the districts 
surrounding the centre from the north to the 
east. Of the more than 250 cinemas mapped 
on the 1925 'Kino-Pharus-Plan'32 most (38) are
situated in the western district of bourgeois 
Charlottenburg. Thirty cinemas are in Berlin- 
Mitte, the centre of the late imperial residence, of 
urban and state government and administration, 
of business and trade and home to Berlin 
University, to theatres, press and of all sorts of 
entertainment. Between these two are the 
respectable areas of Wilmersdorf (10), Tiergarten 
(15) and Schoneberg (18). Around these, listed 
from north to east, the more industrial and 
working class areas are iocated: Wedding (27), 
Prenzlauer Berg (15), Friedrichshain (17), 
Lichtenberg (17) and Kreuzberg (20). Lacking the 
precise numbers of seating capacity for all these 
cinemas, we cannot calculate exactly what the 
sizes of their audiences were, but what is telling 
from the available numbers is that in 1 925 more 
than half of the Berlin picture houses were 
situated in and near the city centres in the 
better-off districts.
It should be emphasized here that, by the time 
cinema arrived, Berlin was already a thriving, 
culturally developed metropolis, in contrast to 
much of the United States in the early twentieth 
century - from where in the 1920s most foreign 
films were imported.33 For Berlin, the cinema 
came as an addition and was soon accepted 
by the public among the other forms of 'light 
entertainment'. There were pubs and bars 
(Kneipen) in great numbers and in the summer 
many extremely popular beer-gardens with live 
music. There was the Revue, stemming from 
France, which became popular in Berlin in the 
1890s. This was so much so, that before the war 
larger film theatres used to include a few revue 
scenes before their film programmes. The Variete, 
with its mixed menu of verbal and artistic 
originality, was a more expensive amusement 
than the revue, but no less frequented. 
Furthermore, sporting events like soccer, boxing 
and cycle-racing were the great new attractions 
for a variety of publics. It is all too easy to forget 
that the so-called 'masses' who attended such 
sporting events were made up not only from the 
'lower classes' but of people from all parts of 
society. This applies also to cinema-going, which 
was enjoyed by audiences from all walks of life. 
Here in such a vibrant and multifarious space of
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social life, cinema found its increasingly central 
role. However, its cultural, social and commercial 
function was determined by a number of specific 
factors to which I now turn.
Cinema trade and cinema business in Berlin
The beginnings of German film history lie in 
Berlin, precisely in Berlin-Mitte. It was shortly 
before the Lumiere brothers presented their 
'Cinematographe' to a responsive public in Paris 
and prepared to tour around the world with their 
momentous invention, that in Berlin Max, Emil 
and Eugen Skladanowsky were engaged to show 
their 'living pictures' on Max Skladanowsky's own 
invention, the 'Bioscop'. In November 1895 the 
show took place in front of a demanding 
audience of 1 500 in Berlin's famous Variete 
'Wintergarten' near FriedrichstraBe, right in the 
middle of the city and its entertainment quarter. 
For some years the Skladanowskys, sons of a 
Berlin showman, had been trying to construct 
a device for taking pictures and then reproducing 
them. They startled their neighbours and Berlin 
police by performing strange exercises and some 
dangerous-looking 'shooting' on the roof of an 
apartment block (at Schonhauser Allee 146), 
which was where they found the best light for 
their photography. Their very first 'audience' 
happened to be the patrons of a third-rate pub in 
Pankow (a district which in 1920 became a part 
of Greater Berlin).34 Undoubtedly these 
neighbours were not among the first paying- 
audience in the 'Wintergarten'. But even the 
inventors felt much more at home in the 
atmosphere of fairgrounds and ordinary pubs 
than on a highbrow stage. Max was an ingenious 
and fanatical do-it-yourself man and, unlike the 
Lumieres, not an ambitious and clever business 
man. Though he patented his 'Bioscop' in 
November 1895, he lived for the rest of his life on 
the small returns from another of his inventions, 
the flicker book. No doubt the Lumieres' success 
in the 1890s was as much a measure of their 
entrepreneurial skills and self-publicity as of their 
technological innovation. It was not until the 
1920s that Max Skladanowsky started to claim - 
in a showman's boastful way-to have been first
and foremost in film production and 
reproduction, not only in Berlin but in the world. 
This caused a rather futile debate at a time when 
the film industry had already grown into a 
business of global scale.35
From an urban point of view it is less 
remarkable that there was such a debate, than 
that it came so late. It is characteristic of a 
technologically aware metropolis like Berlin that 
there was a highly competitive atmosphere 
especially in electrical inventions at that time. 
And Max Skladanowsky's competitor on the spot, 
Oskar Messter, might have played his part in 
making the 'film pioneer' Skladanowsky 
disappear into oblivion for two decades.36 But 
what the debate of the 1920s and 1930s shows 
is that despite its size - Berlin more than doubled 
in population between 1871, the foundation of 
the German Empire, and 1896, the beginning of 
film projection37 - the German 'GroBstadt' was 
not yet a 'Weltstadt'. Neither the directors of the 
Wintergarten, Franz Dorn and Julius Baron, who 
bought the rights to use the invention, nor Max 
Skladanowsky, who agreed the contract and 
received 2500 Reichsmark for it, were conscious 
of the value and potential scope of the 
invention.38 Since the Wintergarten audience was 
used to new and changing variety attractions and 
curiosities it did not show more enthusiasm than 
normal when the first projection of moving 
images flickered over the screen.39 This appears 
to have been quite different from the enthusiastic 
response to the Lumieres' show in the Grand 
Cafe in Paris at the end of December 1895; 
and to their two-stage introduction of the 
cinematograph to London, first at the Regent 
Street Polytechnic and a fortnight later in the 
music-hall programme of the Empire Theatre in 
Leicester Square.
This beginning of moving pictures in Berlin 
seems symptomatic of the years to come. Berlin 
became the capital of the German film industry 
and remained technically inventive and culturally 
lively, with Oskar Messter's innovations in film 
projectors and cameras and the photo-chemical 
developments of Agfa just two of the many 
technical achievements. Throughout the silent 
film period all the important German film studios
Film Studies • IssuelO • Spring 2007 • 81
• Berlin's Public Space in the 191 Os and 1 920s
• The 'Capitol' by Hans Poelzig, 1926, Budapester 
StraBe.
and production companies - one of which was 
Messter's - were based in the capital. Whoever 
was a film star, or hoped to become one in 
Germany, Austria or Scandinavia, was in the 
possession of a Berlin address and telephone 
number. The most respectable premiere cinemas 
were located in Berlin. No less important, for 
Eastern Europe, especially for Russia, Berlin 
functioned as the place of exchange for Western 
techniques and achievements of the highest 
standard and of film distribution - and this not 
only before the Russian revolution but also into 
the 1930s. And for Britain's struggling domestic 
industry in the 1920s, Berlin was also a beacon of 
sophistication and a source of expertise.40
However, mainly for political reasons, Berlin's 
film industry never succeeded in gaining a 
permanent foothold in the international business 
of cinema. German film production had started 
late, when the film market was already 
dominated by French companies. The most 
original German contribution was an artistic 
experimental genre, the Expressionist film, which 
had its heyday between 1919 and 1924, 
spearheaded by the success of The Cabinet of 
Doctor Caligari (1919). This genre and its 
individual examples gained international cultural 
recognition. But the Expressionist film itself marks 
a borderline. It was created in an intermediate 
stage of cinema as well as of film history, and 
emerged when German film production was 
economically in decline. It was clearly based on 
the stylistic forms of the silent film which were
already becoming outdated and, most of all, it 
lacked the commumcative relation to the mass 
audiences that Hollywood film was famous for. 
So it failed to attract the cinema-going public on 
a large scale.41 Its intellectuality and sophisticated 
allusions were aimed at educated audiences who 
were able and willing to reflect upon what they 
saw on the screen. This expectation completely 
overlooked the needs and desires of the post-war 
mass audience.
'Americanization': the cultural debate
After the First World War, German film 
production receded - a process that not even the 
concentration of the German film industry in the 
government backed 'Ufa' could stop.42 When in 
1 923-4 the German film industry had to cope 
with inflation, Hollywood with its powerful 
capital and business policy was prepared to fill 
the gap in the German film market. This was 
welcomed by the Berlin cinema-going public- 
hungry for entertainment and distraction - more 
than anywhere else in Germany.
By this time the United States had become the 
worldwide-leading force in all three fields of the 
film industry: in film production, distribution and 
film exhibition. American film exports increased 
and, realizing that more money could be made at 
the box offices than by film production and 
distribution alone,43 major American companies 
such as Paramount, Metro Goldwyn and others 
started to build their 'atmospherics', picture 
palaces full of opulence and fantasy. They did so 
not just in the USA but also in Europe, first and 
foremost in Britain. Although within the German 
market, America's main impact was in film 
imports, in Berlin there were also American 
owned 'atmospheric palaces' from an eariy 
date.44 These developments had a long-term 
effect, not only economically, but also on the 
experience of cinema-goers in their cultural and 
social interaction.
With the ongoing 'Americanization' of the film 
business, a pre-war slogan reappeared in 
newspapers and magazines and preoccupied 
much of the critical public debates in the mid- 
1920s. There was a wide front of intellectual
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opposition against the 'invasion' of American 
products (not only films) and ideas. Conservatives 
railed against American tastes and values, 
warning of the dangers of such cultural 
usurpation and nurturing the fear that the 
distribution of American films could affect 
European cultural values. In 1925 and 1926, 
the contribution of American silent feature films 
outstripped the German contribution to the 
domestic market.45 Intellectuals with less 
conservative views expressed their fascination 
with America and Hollywood, ortheir revulsion at 
its superficiality. Thomas Saunders has stated this 
with regard to Berlin:
Forward-looking circles adopted the United States as 
a model of efficiency, rationalization and technological 
modernity. With the cultural avant-garde they revised 
the traditional, negative judgement on American 
culture.46
As we know from the statistics of Berlin cinema 
attendance, none of these fears in principle 
impinged upon the cinema-going habits of 
Berliners. No matter what the outcome of the 
intellectual debate would be, in practice the 
cinema-goers voted with their feet. Their film 
craze lay beyond intellectual arguments and was 
undiminished 47 After the First World War, in a 
defeated country, cinema audiences preferred to 
enjoy the pleasures of Hollywood films and the 
democratic appeal of the modern American way 
of life which they found in these films, instead of 
following cultural traditions and educational aims 
which no longer corresponded with their actual 
'Lebenswelt', the world they lived in.48 They 
discovered their own dreams and desires in the 
happy scenes showing a carefree life in a New 
World. People in Berlin were especially receptive 
to this influence that reflected their own urban 
social and cultural experience of change in post- 
war Germany.48
From this point of view the character of Berlin 
was obviously different from other large German 
cities. Already before the turn of the century 
Berlin was occasionally characterized as 
'Americanised'.49 MarkTwain called it in 1892 
'the German Chicago' and he added: 'Berlin has 
disappeared [ . . . ] The site it stands on has
traditions and a history, but the city itself has no 
traditions and no history. It is a new city.'50 What 
Berlin embodies here is the young metropolis, 
unbound and free of any commitments, a place 
that gives creativity a chance. Indeed, the cinema 
and cinema-going had become by the 1920s a 
symbol of the changing forms of modernity of 
which the social space of Berlin was itself the 
epitome. Marshall Berman has characterized 
Modernity as a period when, perhaps for the very 
first time, people - mainly urban people - had 
the chance to 'become subjects as well as objects 
of modernization' and could 'get a grip on the 
modern world and make themselves at home in 
it'.51 He is well aware of the ambiguity of that 
'constantly changing world' in which (as Marx 
warned) 'all that is solid melts into air'.
But he still thinks of modernity as offering 
an opportunity, insofar as it could free a 
considerable part of the population from their 
personal, social and economic limitations and 
give it a voice that counted in public 
communication.
This materialistic ideal was true of Berlin as a 
cinema city only in public consciousness and only 
for a few years. Later, with 'Hollywood in Berlin', 
things changed - and they changed even more 
after 1933, which is beyond our horizon here.
Looking back to Nabokov's Laughter in the 
Dark we realize 'America' also plays a role in this 
novel, as the destination of fantasies and 
expectations. It is personified in three Berliners: 
Albinus himself, who dreams of creating a 
Hollywood-style animated film; Margot, the 
usherette, who has high-flown aspirations to 
become a Hollywood film star; and the man 
between the two, Axel Rex, whose name is as 
ordinary as it is presumptuous. He, 'the man of 
two continents' is - like the cinema - vacillating 
between the Old and the New World, promising 
to Albinus and to Margot what they want to hear 
and what stimulates their desires, but never 
comes true.
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